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Starting Early Starting Smart (SESS) is a knowledge development initiative designed to
• Create and test a new model for providing integrated behavioral health services (mental health and substance

abuse prevention and treatment) for young children (birth to 7 years) and their families; and to
• Inform practitioners and policymakers of successful interventions and promising practices from the multi-year

study, which lay a critical foundation for the positive growth and development of very young children.

In October 1997, with initial funding of $30 million, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA) and Casey Family Programs embarked on a precedent-setting public/private collaboration.
Twelve culturally diverse grantee organizations were selected. Each provides integrated behavioral health services in
community-based early childhood settings—such as Child Care, Head Start and Primary Care Clinics—where young
families customarily receive services for children. Critical to this project is the required collaboration among funders,
grantees, consumers, and local site service providers. Implicit in the design of this project is sustainability planning
for secured longevity of the programs.

The SESS approach informs policy-making for:

The Research Design

The 12 grantees, working collaboratively, designed a study whereby integrated behavioral health services are
delivered in typical early childhood settings. Each site has an intervention and comparison group, and each site
delivers similar targeted, culturally-relevant, interventions for young children and their families. A collaboratively
determined set of outcomes has been established to evaluate project effectiveness:

The goal of the SESS research is to provide rigorous scientific evidence concerning whether children and families
participating in SESS programs achieve better access to needed services and better social, emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral health outcomes than do the children and families not receiving these services. SESS programs may also
generate information about opportunities, practices, and barriers to sought-after outcomes. This information is
critical to achieving effective public policies.

• Service system redesign
• Strengthening the home environment
• Using culture as a resource in planning services

with families

• Service access and utilization strategies
• Targeting benefits for children
• Working with families from a strengths-based

perspective

Summation

In sum, SESS reflects the growing acknowledgement that it is important to target positive interventions to very
young children. The infant and preschool years lay a critical foundation for later growth and development. Second,
successful interventions for very young children must meet the multiple behavioral health, physical health, and
educational needs of families. Third, integrated behavioral health services must be made more accessible to families
with multiple needs, which are difficult to meet in a fragmented service system.

SESS Extended

It was clear from the early days of SESS that whatever effects were uncovered, longitudinal extension of the study
would be valuable. In 2001, SAMHSA and Casey Family Programs embarked upon an extension phase, which will
increase understanding of the impact of early intervention as young children enter preschool and school years, when
babies or toddlers are asked to meet escalating emotional and cognitive demands. This longitudinal extension can
validate early methods and findings and assess their durability. It is anticipated that this work will include additional
data points of a refined instrument set and intervention package with the addition of study questions related to cost
and value, and other special studies. Additional future plans include applying and validating early SESS lessons
learned, key concepts, components, and principles to new settings that serve families with young children.
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For more information about Starting Early Starting Smart and related SAMHSA-Casey products, contact
www.casey.org or www.samhsa.gov (SESS section under construction).

• Caregiver-child interaction outcomes
• Family functioning

• Access to and use of services
• Social, emotional, and cognitive outcomes for

children
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The emphasis in SESS is on the integration of behavioral
health services into easily accessible, non-threatening
settings where caregivers naturally and regularly take their
young children. . .  Throughout these activities, SESS
programs advocate a relationship-oriented approach at all
systems levels, including parent-child, family-staff, staff-
agency, and agency-agency interactions.
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Behavioral health services are defined as
substance abuse prevention, substance
abuse treatment, mental health services,
and family/parenting services. Tying these
areas together in a service integration
approach is the provision of family support,
advocacy, and care coordination that
addresses medical, educational and basic
needs, as well as coordinating behavioral
health and other services for families.
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In 1999, Starting Early Starting Smart was cited by
the Department of Health and Human Services as
an example of a new and successful prevention
intervention working with pregnant and parenting
women and their young children to address
behavioral health problems.
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The SESS “Golden Rule” dictates that
agencies should treat staff in the same
manner they would like the staff to treat
families.  This parallel process of an agency
nurturing its staff can significantly affect
how staff nurture families.  Staff who feel
supported and valued can model ways in
which parents can support and value their
children.
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Norms for
Maintaining

Family,
Friendship, and

Professional
Relationships

Degree of
Assimilation

and
Acculturation

Child
Nurturance

and
Discipline

Approaches

Neighborhood
and

Community
Resources

Generational
Differences
Regarding
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Class

Differences

History of Societal
Oppression,
Resulting in

Mistrust (including
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and bisexual
oppression)

Social Mores
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Values and
Beliefs

Language
and Dialect
Differences

and
Similarities
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If interventions are to benefit families, they
deserve the right to be part of service delivery
design and monitoring, as well as evaluation
efforts after completion of a program.  If the
project is to achieve maximum success, families
must have been viewed as full partners.
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Family-driven services
can only be built on
respect at all levels,
including among
provider communities.
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Regular and ongoing supervision by licensed or clinically skilled professionals
is not only critical to appropriate service delivery for families, but also to
addressing pertinent issues with direct service staff members (e.g., skill
development, reduction of stress and frustration that may lead to burnout).
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Evaluations in the home are
especially useful because they
provide a picture of the
family environment and
parent-child interaction in a
more naturalistic setting.
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Many adult drug users abuse
substances as a way of dealing with
negative life circumstances or to
counteract feelings of depression
or other mental disorders.
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Effective parenting, including clear
communication, appropriate limit
setting, and a responsive and
nurturing parent-child relationship
can help foster the healthy
development of children and protect
them from behavioral and emotional
difficulties.
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The idea is to intervene as early as possible within the parent-child relationship,
utilizing comprehensive, family-centered behavioral health services in a familiar
and accessible setting.  The parent-child relationship, especially in early childhood
years, is viewed as a prime vehicle for bolstering child and family protective
factors and preventing child behavioral and developmental problems.
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In addition to general physical
health status, some programs
consider specific areas of family
health and safety such as general
social support, conflict
communication styles, domestic
violence, and the incidence of child
abuse and neglect.
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Care coordinators are a central contact for families, but only one part of a
multidisciplinary intervention team.  At a minimum, SESS programs should have
available within each behavioral health service area ongoing screening,
assessment, and referral options.
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Please feel free to be a “copy cat” by making all the copies you want of the entire
document; or if sections are copied, please provide the full citation to the report.

The SESS Sites

Miami’s Families: Starting Early Starting Smart

Raising Infants in Secure Environments

Healthy Foundations for Families

Starting Early to Link Enhanced Comprehensive Treatment Teams

Casey Family Partners

National Association for Families and Addiction Research and Education

Child Development, Inc.

Asian American Recovery Services, Inc.

Locally Integrated Services in Head Start

Starting Early Starting Smart Head Start Collaboration Project

Baltimore BETTER Family and Community Partnership

New Wish

Beda?chelh Tulalip Tribes Early Intervention in Tribal and Mainstream Communities

Evaluation, Management and Training, Inc.**

*One of the original SESS sites was unable to continue with the study, but it was an important contributor to the
   original design and implementation of this project. Our thanks to Dr. Linda Randolph and Dr. Ira Chasnoff.

**Data Coordinating Center

Florida

Massachusetts

Missouri

New Mexico

Washington

Illinois*

Arkansas

California

Washington, D.C.

Illinois

Maryland

Nevada

Washington

California
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